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Abstract: The vision regarding ageing is often influenced by negative stereotypes, 
which lead to considering the over-55 user only in need of targeted assistance and 
care. Observing the current situation, this view should be no longer exhaustive: they 
are active users, capable of exercising agency, with needs and desires beyond care and 
assistance, and bearers of experience and knowledge. It is therefore clear that design 
strategies to develop services for this user group must necessarily broaden their 
horizons and begin to consider areas that have been scarcely explored. The 
contribution focuses on the topic of urban mobility and proposes a preliminary analysis 
process, based on the scientific literature and on the analysis of case studies to 
highlight good design practices, and carried out within a joint research platform, 
whose structure, functions, and role is also highlighted. Lastly, it proposes a mapping 
of design directions to be applied to implement age-friendly solutions. 

Keywords: silver economy; active ageing; urban mobility; joint research 

1. Introduction 

The silver economy can be defined as the system underlying the production, distribution and 

consumption of goods and services strictly dedicated to satisfying the needs of the over-55 

age group. It is a fast-growing economic sector that, for example, in Italy generates between 

300 and 500 billion euro a year, equal to about 30% of the national GDP1.  

A fundamental concept in this field is active ageing: if until a few years ago the over-age 

group was considered a group mainly in need of care and assistance, in recent times it has 

been recognized to have different, more complex, and stratified characteristics and needs 

 

 
1 For further information consult the website https://www.itinerariprevidenziali.it/site/home/ilpunto/economia-
societa/silver-economy-una-nuova-grande-economia-che-puo-valere-fino-al-30-del-pil.html 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


 

Stefania Palmieri, Alessandro Ianniello, Mario Bisson 

 

2 

 

(Eum & Kim, 2021). Analyses and reports2 estimate that by 2050 the silver age population 

will reach 1.5 billion, or 15.9 per cent of the world population, making active ageing an area 

of considerable political, cultural, social, and economic interest. Consequently, even service 

design must no longer focus exclusively on the implementation of solutions guided by the 

concepts of care and assistance, but must, instead, necessarily consider the new needs and 

desires of a group of users who are still active in various areas of everyday life (Dankl, 2017). 

Through a preliminary research process, focused on a demographic analysis, target market 

and socio-cultural and technological trends, and carried out in the context a joint research 

platform involving academia and industry, several potential areas of interest were 

highlighted for the development of innovative active ageing strategies and services, such as 

mobility, fashion, wellness, entertainment, social care, culture, and housing. 

The contribution focuses on the theme of active mobility for the silver age within the urban 

environment and questions the role that design can play in the development of services in 

this field. The overarching goal of the research is to answer the following question: how can 

service design for silver age mobility become a means to foster social innovation within the 

context of age-friendly cities? Therefore, through a process of literature review and case 

study analysis, the research aims to map the main drivers for designing solutions that exceed 

the concept of care and assistance, restoring consideration and dignity to this category of 

users (Ma et al., 2021).  

The first section of the paper is focused on the review of the literature concerning urban 

space, urban mobility services for the considered category of users, highlighting the 

infrastructures, the role of sustainability and digitalization, and the concept of servitization; 

the second section addresses the role that service design and design for social innovation 

can play in the context of reference. The third section deals with the analysis of the case 

studies examined, highlighting the selection parameters, and assessing the main strengths 

and weaknesses, to generate a mapping of best practices. The fourth one presents the 

definition of the guidelines that can be applied to implement urban mobility services for the 

target group, highlighting the differential value of design in this type of process and the 

methodological lines derived in the context of the joint research platform, whose structure, 

functions, and role will be pointed out (Fig. 1). Finally, the conclusions shall summarize the 

process explained above and consider the limits and potential developments of the 

research. 

 

 
2 For further information consult the website https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/ageing-and-health 
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Figure 1 Structure of the research platform and its outputs. 

2. Urban spaces and services for active ageing mobility 

The concept of mobility begins to spread with phenomena such as globalization, digital 

revolution and increasing urbanization, which have significantly altered city spaces and 

increased the demand for intra-urban travel (Torku et al., 2021). In addition, the focus on 

sustainability and the evolution of urban models strongly influenced by technology (van Hof 

et al., 2021), are other factors driving transformations in this area (Sgambati, 2021a). Thus, it 

can be argued that the ageing population phenomenon is closely intertwined with urban 

transformation, being influenced by it and, in turn, being a strong impact factor for this type 

of environment (Sgambati, 2021b). Cities must therefore transform themselves into places 

that provide opportunities for all the people who inhabit them, making accessibility 

(Caglione et al., 2021) one of the fundamental pillars for their design or re-design. Urban 

spaces must therefore be inclusively and sustainably designed, considering the needs of all 

citizens, to avoid loss of autonomy and discomfort in performing daily activities, in using 
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necessary services, and in participating in sociality (ARUP, 2019; Aroogh et Shahboulaghi, 

2020).  

Hence, it can be argued that the field of mobility should be shaped by a holistic approach, 

whereby all systemic elements and human factors are accounted for, so that the system can 

meet the needs of all users involved (Carpentieri et al., 2019). Consequently, the 

introduction of innovative public transport services is a key factor to be developed, as well 

as the understanding of behavioral patterns with regard to mobility, in order to build 

efficient and satisfying user experiences (Linchuan, 2018). Other indispensable systemic 

elements are autonomous and inclusive forms of transport and walking as a means of 

ensuring healthy and prosperous longevity. The attributes of accessibility, inclusivity and 

urban sustainability can be declined in the definition of an age-friendly city, which succeeds, 

therefore, in ensuring the active ageing of its population (Sgambati, 2021b). Alongside these 

fundamentally important factors, it is essential to consider the impact that technologies 

have on the daily lives of these users, which they are necessarily influenced by (Grimaldi et 

al., 2016): in a complex and rapidly changing context, some users need more time to adapt 

and learn to use these new tools, which they inevitably depend on to access certain services 

and information (Barakóvic et al., 2020; Hänninen et al., 2021). The smart city and, by 

extension, the smart mobility must therefore be designed to be sustainable and inclusive 

also from a technological point of view, without building further barriers to access or 

introducing elements capable of generating potential discomfort for reference users (Butler 

et al., 2020; Pava et al., 2021).  

Given these premises, the context and scope of reference and the users involved in the 

research, the theme of social innovation can be identified as one of the key elements for it: 

namely, new services that are able to satisfy needs and requirements and create innovative 

social relationships (Sultan & Qaed, 2020). It can be stated that the main objective of these 

processes is to achieve social change and not to solve a particular problem (Ardill & de 

Oliveira, 2018). Thus, the close relationship that exists between service design and the 

design of social innovations is clear. 

3. Service design and design for social innovation for active ageing 
mobility 

The role of service design is to activate and develop collaborative local enterprises, creating 

a network of complementary and interconnected models. In this context, the designer is 

seen as a participant in the process, capable of listening to and understanding the needs of 

users and facilitating reflection and discussion in this regard. The main characteristic of a 

service is, therefore, to generate an interactive performance where both the service 

provider and the user are involved in the same way (Olivastri, 2019). Design for social 

innovation, on the other hand, can be developed in two main ways: by identifying existing 

cases and providing them with the right support or by stimulating new ways of thinking and 

acting that can catalyze an innovative process (Yang & Sung, 2016). By applying this lens, 

socially innovative services can be activated, supported, and disseminated, recognizing these 
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cases as models for the creation of dedicated solutions (Cipolla, 2018; Dennington, 2017; 

Manzini, 2014; Patricio et al., 2018).  

The topic of active ageing is approached in different ways by the various design bodies 

(Dankl, 2017): on one hand, there is a preference for the construction and exploration of 

new scenarios, the way they intersect with the social and cultural context and the impact 

they can have in the daily lives of the target users; on the other hand, products and services 

are developed with a focus on aesthetic and inclusion principles, which, however, are not 

always able to change the predominant idea on ageing (Yang & Huang, 2015).  

Some of the aspects where service design can act on are therefore the lack of social support 

networks, which can make all urban spaces livable for this category of users (Olivastri, 2019) 

and the tendency to generate solutions designed explicitly and exclusively for the over-55 

population, with the risk of increasing the feeling of social exclusion or depression. For this 

reason, the work of service designers must include the development of proposals that 

closely connect institutions and citizens, who, in this way, can become users and promoters 

of the services developed, which become collaborative, especially thanks to the spread of 

digital technologies (Menghi et al., 2018). 

Referring to the concept of the age-friendly city and linking it to the theme of digitalization 

of urban spaces and services, there is a clear need to build a layer that allows reference 

users to have access to those elements that are useful for preserving and improving well-

being and quality of life (Pedell, 2021): for example, fostering active social participation, 

through digital platforms capable of communicating in an inclusive manner, can be a way to 

limit the phenomena of isolation and marginalisation (Zhu et al., 2022). In relation to the 

design and implementation of digital applications for target users, some characteristics can 

be listed that can serve as directions and guidelines: minimize the effort related to each task; 

avoid discriminating solutions; use multiple services that personalize the user experience, 

which should necessarily be fluid; explain the processes in detail; highlight the advantages 

and benefits of these applications (Grimaldi et al., 2016). However, a form of design that is 

guided by technological stereotypes towards the silver age and thus limited to implementing 

solutions that promote an active approach to technology should be avoided (Giaccardi et al., 

2016).  

4. Urban mobility services for active ageing: A case study analysis 

In this section, different case studies concerning service solutions for silver age urban 

mobility are discussed, with the aim of highlighting the state of the art within the field and 

those best practices that can guide the design processes in this regard. The selection of the 

case studies was based on many parameters, which consider the degree of development of 

the service, its potential daily use, its holistic vision with respect to the reference system, the 

activation of alternative and innovative social networks and the possibility of being exploited 

by all segments of the population and not exclusively by the reference users. The case 

studies were evaluated through the following criteria: accessibility, intended as the degree 
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to which a service can be used and exploited by all the potential users’ groups within a 

system, such as a city, while facilitating access to other activities (Arias-Molinares & García-

Palomares, 2020); inclusion, considered a means to foster social relationships, have easy 

access to any kind of support, and be respected as a part of the community (Scharlach & 

Lehning, 2012); enabled autonomy, seen as the ability to receive information and make 

decisions that should bring to an action (Scott et al., 2003), and, thus, to more active 

lifestyles; promotion of a healthy lifestyle, described as mix of processes that optimize, 

improve and preserve physical, cognitive and social wellness, independence and quality of 

life (Brunner, 2005); and use of technology that should work as a real support for the elderly 

without posing a threat for using a particular service (Sourbati & Behrendt, 2021).  

4.1 Turku’s mobility map  
The first analysed case is a digital service3 enabled by the municipality of Turku, in Finland, 

subsidized by a European grant and developed by researchers of the Faculty of Applied 

Sciences of the University of Turku. It consists of an online map, created through an open-

source platform, which shows the services located within the urban area to guide the people 

who need to access them. In addition to displaying the services, points of attraction and 

activities, making it usable by all citizens, the peculiarity of this service consist in the mobility 

map, a section of the site, divided according to the type of mobility (pedestrian, by bicycle or 

scooter, by car and by boat). Once selected the travel method, it is possible to see the 

different itineraries (cultural, natural, for physical well-being), the service and parking 

stations for bicycles, the car sharing services, the car parks, and other useful information. 

The second function of considerable interest is the accessibility setting system: users have 

the possibility to indicate their perceptive or mobility issues and to save this data, so that the 

map is able to return information contextualized to the needs of reference users. 

The project aims to facilitate the accessibility of city services and activities, providing 

relevant information on how to move according to the points of interest for the reference 

users; in doing this, the service enables greater autonomy, allowing users to select, based on 

their characteristics, the most suitable and inclusive methods of travel to reach the points 

and activities of interest. The section dedicated to the mobility map has a strong correlation 

with the concept of mobility as a tool for maintaining a healthy physical condition and, 

consequently, a situation of psycho-cognitive well-being; finally, being an exclusively digital 

service, it relies on technologies which, however, taking up models already widely accepted 

and used by the majority of users (digital maps) do not affect its use, nor can they increase 

the discomfort or marginalization in the reference category of users. The main weakness of 

this solution is its exclusively presence on web platforms, not having a dedicated mobile 

application: in this sense, it is the accessibility of the service that suffers, as it is not easily 

consultable at the actual time of travel. 

 

 
3 For further information consult the website https://palvelukartta.turku.fi/en/ 
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4.2 Active ageing pilot program 
The second reported case is the Active Aging Pilot Program4 project, created and delivered in 

the municipality of Santa Monica (LA), in collaboration with Alta Planning + Design, AMMA 

Transit Planning, Wise and Healthy Aging and Santa Monica Spoke. Generally, the objective 

of the project is to build an accessible and sustainable transport network, which allows users 

to move independently within the municipality. The program has envisaged different urban 

interventions to facilitate pedestrian mobility for all categories of users, as well as the 

creation of an application for traveling by bicycle, favoured by the establishment of a bike 

centre, where it is possible to park the vehicle; rent one in case of need; take advantage of 

repairs. One of the most interesting actions of the program is the MODE service, developed 

by the non-profit association Wise and Healthy Aging, specialized in the provision of services 

for the silver age, by the transport company Big Blue Bus and by the service provider Lyft. 

The solution consists of an on-demand transport service that allows users to book a trip 

from any starting point to points of interest related to care and health, education, socializing 

and the purchase of everyday products. The service also exploits vehicles capable of meeting 

the different needs of the reference group. There are different ways to access this solution, 

to allow any user to be able to actively interact with the service: through a mobile 

application, available for the different types of smartphones, developed and provided by 

Lyft; via a computer, by accessing the dedicated website; by calling the reservation service 

by telephone. 

The program turns out to be extremely efficient with regard to the accessibility of the 

different services, both physically and digitally, as well as it promotes inclusion processes, 

allowing the users to maintain a certain level of autonomy in daily activities and outside the 

home environment. It consciously relies on technologically modern solutions and interfaces, 

while continuing to exploit traditional methods of interaction. From a macroscopic 

perspective, the project manages to promote a healthy lifestyle and to be useful for all 

categories of users and not exclusively for those most in need of such projects. Although it 

appears to be an extremely complete project and capable of concretely improving the urban 

life quality, a particular criticality can be highlighted, related to the objectives that the 

project sets for itself, namely that of educating the population in the planning of their 

movements, using the technological tools made available at a systemic level. Trying to meet 

the different needs that this heterogeneous group of users may have, in particular in 

relation to the MODE service, however, a not entirely consistent perspective is highlighted 

with what has been declared: users do not seem to be actually pushed to use certain 

technologies, whose presence is now essential in the daily life of all people, given the 

possibility of interacting with the services in a traditional way. 

 

 
4 For further information consult the website https://www.santamonica.gov/programs/active-
aging#:~:text=The%20Santa%20Monica%20Active%20Aging,to%20get%20around%20the%20community. 



 

Stefania Palmieri, Alessandro Ianniello, Mario Bisson 

 

8 

 

4.3 TRIPS 
The last case study is the TRIPS5 project, carried out by a consortium of organizations and 

institutions belonging to different sectors, such as transport, management and strategy, 

design, policies, which collaborates with various local authorities. The project was funded by 

a European Horizon 2020 call and has developed pilots in various European cities: Bologna, 

Brussels, Cagliari, Lisbon, Sofia, Stockholm, and Zagreb. The project aims to design concrete 

actions, through the development of digital solutions, to enable all user groups to travel in 

an inclusive manner. The consortium therefore carries out research aimed at investigating 

the state of the art of the field, and at identifying trends capable of generating innovation; 

moreover, the consortium supports the various stakeholders in designing the applied 

solutions, and the policymakers in defining the frameworks and strategies necessary for the 

implementation and integration of new solutions, systems and services. In particular, the 

project carried out in the municipality of Cagliari is discussed, which, following a preliminary 

phase of research and sharing of objectives with the various local stakeholders, was 

developed in three phases: design, development, and testing. The agreed objectives were to 

increase the physical accessibility of bus stops and the digital accessibility of the application 

dedicated to journey planning on public transport (BusFinder, already existing); specifically, 

the solutions outlined in the preliminary phase concerned the mapping of the stops, 

according to their physical accessibility, and the inclusion of this information within the 

application; the integration of voice commands to facilitate interaction even by people with 

sight problems and a new function that allows users to inform the driver about the stop at 

which they want to get off, the route they are taking and the type of disability. In this way, 

the user can establish a trustful relationship with the driver of the vehicle (who undergoes 

specific training), who becomes a real discreet guide while on the move. 

The design and development phases were aimed at creating the service’s UX and at 

integrating the new functions within the pre-existing application. The solutions have been 

tested with a relevant group of users, dividing the activities into two moments, to have the 

possibility to focus on small and specific objectives. At the end of this phase, a reiterative 

process, the solution was launched in beta version and is currently used. The described 

solution, which represents one of the many activities that have characterized and defined 

the complexity of the project, certainly manages to achieve the objectives of improving 

accessibility for travelling on an urban scale; moreover, the relationship that it builds and 

facilitates between the users and the drivers, it proves capable of triggering a process of 

social inclusion and, due to the nature of the application, of digital inclusion, too. However, 

from a systemic perspective, it shows limits regarding social innovation: while generating an 

extremely broad, inclusive and qualitative research, the derived solutions (even those 

developed in other municipalities), despite being co-designed, fail to activate branched and 

widespread relationships starting from the targeted service, outside from the one described 

above (Fig. 2). 

 

 
5 For further information consult the website https://trips-project.eu/about-the-project/ 
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Figure 2 Comparison between the different case studies. 

By comparing the above examples, two elements are identified which to propose a 

reflection on: in the first case reported, the project saw the collaboration of two bodies for 

the development of the service, neither of which pertaining to the discipline of design; while 

in the other two cases at least one of the actors involved in the process of construction and 

provision of one or more services is a design body. Observing the methodological process, 

the results achieved, their complexity and impacts, it can be understood that the first case 

study is not structured and built through a systemic perspective, and its objective is to act 

effectively tackling a bounded problem and not encouraging processes of social innovation 

and network construction, while being an efficient service designed in accordance with the 

reference context. The other two cases, including a design knowledge in the process, show 

how a strategic, systemic, and structured perspective and approach towards the issue 

addressed can act in a complex and stratified way, addressing social innovation. The second 

element of reflection concerns the size, heterogeneity and multidisciplinarity of the teams 

that have dealt with developing the projects: comparing the case studies, as it is easy to 

understand, a high diversification of the knowledge involved and the types of institutions, 

bodies and organizations enables a complex reading of the addressed issues and a greater 

ability to generate solutions which not only are able to tackle and resolve specific problems, 

but, furthermore, to activate new networks of relationships and values, through the 

solution’s proposals. 

Furthermore, through the process of case study analysis, it was possible to identify, outline 

and define potential guidelines to design urban mobility services for the silver age, which will 

be detailed in the next section.  
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5. Design directions for urban mobility services in age-friendly cities 
within a joint research platform 

Urban mobility services for the silver age must be designed in an accessible manner for all 

user groups and, clearly, with particular attention to those belonging to the reference 

category. The concept of accessibility also represents the main objective that these solutions 

must set: they must guarantee the possibility of moving to all places of need and interest 

and to all the activities carried out, allowing a certain degree of autonomy, in order to avoid 

the processes of social marginalization and consequent discomfort which can result from it. 

With reference to this, it can therefore be said that they must be designed to achieve social 

inclusion of a social group which is still capable of exercising its agency, and moved by needs 

and desires not necessarily linked to their health status. 

The theme of inclusion characterizes another aspect to be strongly tackled: the role of 

technology and the relationship it establishes with users belonging to the silver age. These 

services, contextualized within a smart and age-friendly city must be inclusive and easily 

exploitable from a technological point of view; at the same time, they must not refer to or 

promote wrong stereotypes towards the reference users. This could generate a further 

sense of unease and marginalization. Mobility should not be understood exclusively in 

relation to moving towards a point of interest, but also in terms of promoting a healthy 

lifestyle, which can limit the normal aging processes: solutions capable of combining these 

two aspects of mobility can be more effective and efficient and improve the psychophysical 

condition. As briefly anticipated before, to create a real and profound social inclusion, 

projects in this area must be conceptualized and designed to meet the demands and needs 

of more than one user group, starting from the reference one, but with impacts and benefits 

for the entire population. In this sense and guided by the need to activate processes of social 

innovation, one of the main objectives of these designed services must be the creation of 

urban networks, made up of citizens, which enable their widespread participation in social 

processes and different activities with a strong intergenerational impact. Finally, they must 

be co-designed together with citizens, in multidisciplinary and multistakeholder 

collaborative contexts, made up of different bodies, institutions and organizations. 

These guidelines are derived from the preliminary processes of literature review and case 

study analysis, carried out in the context of a joint research platform on active ageing, 

established between academic bodies in the area of design and gerontology, a social 

cooperative working in the field of ageing, and a foundation related to the field of academic 

research. This multidisciplinary platform aims to build connections between institutions and 

bodies that carry out research and companies in the secondary and tertiary sector, with the 

goal of developing different pre-competitive analyses, guided by user and reference market 

requests and capable of generating multi-temporal strategies and solutions to respond 

effectively to emerging needs. Therefore, the platform performs multiple tasks: it acts as a 

continuous observatory on issues of interest, to constantly map trends and signals that can 

direct and catalyze new projects; it enables different levels of research, preliminary, applied 

and clinical, which the guidelines presented above are a declination of; it is also a co-
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planning tool that connects different actors, knowledge and disciplines and creates an 

effective context for the construction of innovative strategies and services from a social 

point of view. In this scenario, design is required to assume the dual role of catalyst and 

facilitator of the processes of interpretation of the research carried out and of project 

development (Magistretti et al., 2021). 

Taking up what was stated in the last part of the previous section, and following the 

discussion started by Dankl (2017), regarding the role and the approach that the different 

design bodies have towards the theme of active ageing, it can be stated that platforms such 

as the one just described and explained, can, on one hand, generate tools and guidelines 

that inform and direct the implementation of applied projects; on the other, to co-design 

solutions capable of changing, in a systemic way, the vision that one has around the theme 

of aging involving companies and users. Due to their multidisciplinary and multistakeholder 

conformation, they can activate multitemporal research and design processes. 

6. Conclusions 

The contribution addresses the theme of active aging from the point of view of service 

design and design for social innovation and, in particular, focuses on the issue of mobility in 

the context of smart and age-friendly cities. Through an initial research process carried out 

in the context of a joint research platform, it highlights a first set of key-drivers and 

guidelines to design urban mobility services for silver age. These can also be activators for 

processes of social inclusion, avoiding phenomena of marginalization and discomfort, and 

for the construction of socially innovative networks and activities, as well as modifying the 

traditional perception towards ageing. Being contextualized in the smart cities and, 

therefore, strongly influenced by the use of technology, this element must also be taken into 

strong consideration, avoiding, on one hand, the promotion of incorrect stereotypes and, on 

the other, generating solutions technologically inclusive, also from a social point of view. 

Thus, these services must be designed with a holistic and systemic perspective to co-create 

urban networks together with citizens and other stakeholders, as enablers of social 

participation and activities with high intergenerational impact.  

This set of guidelines has been defined in the context of a joint research platform on the 

topic of active ageing, which has the objective of connecting different stakeholders from the 

world of research and from the secondary and tertiary sector, to generate pre-competitive 

analyses, strategies, and projects in the area of interest. It represents a first step of a process 

that must undertake several phases to see its outcomes: after having built a first theoretical 

base, what is needed is to validate the guidelines together with the stakeholders of the 

platform who have an expertise in the area of silver age mobility. During and after this step, 

a further process of literature review and case study analysis should be carried out to 

highlight and better define the guidelines. At that moment, it would be possible for the 

tertiary sector actors to start up a pilot to generate interventions and services.  
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This last phase will have also impacts on the research side, becoming a ground for further 

improvements of the guidelines in a research through design process (Stappers & Giaccardi, 

2017) useful to understand how their different aspects may integrate and intertwine with 

each other in a high complex context. 

They are a first attempt of the joint research platform to apply a social innovation lens to 

service design for silver age mobility, trying to foster a diverse perspective concerning this 

social group, which sees at its very center the concepts of dignity, autonomy, agency, and 

power still strongly characterizing the elderly.  

Mobility represents one of the areas in which the platform is active and, given its multi-

temporal approach, the research and outputs presented here represent the first phase of a 

complex process aimed at building projects applied in the various addressed areas. 
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